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County Agent’s Notes:

August 19, 2002

Mosquitoes – Can we control them?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Mississippi State University Extension Service
The idea of controlling mosquitoes is an ongoing challenge for people all over the world.
At best, we can only hope to limit or manage their intrusion into our lives. The current problem
of West Nile Virus that is carried by mosquitoes has forced us to become more aware of the
presence of these insects, and to view them as a threat to our health and safety. We must come to
terms with the reality that all of us must do our part in dealing with this problem.
I guess it’s just human nature to take the attitude that someone else should solve
problems like this for us. Some parts of the system can be and should be handled by agencies
like the Health Department, the County, the City, etc., but these entities cannot do all the things
that should be done to deprive mosquitoes of breeding sites.
Many people I have visited with seem to take the attitude that the problem can be solved
by spraying. The fact is that spraying can only do a relatively small part of the job. The basic
fact is that mosquitoes must be kept from breeding and feeding.
Mosquito-borne diseases are not new. Diseases like malaria, yellow fever, and scores of
others have interfered with human activities and cost millions of lives. The construction of the
Panama Canal took a toll in human life equal to many military campaigns, and would have taken
many more if not for pioneers like Drs. Walter Reed and William Gorgas who discovered the
connection between mosquitoes and disease and instituted the necessary measures. West Nile
virus is thankfully much less serious than many other diseases carried by mosquitoes, but it
should serve as a reminder that as a civilization we cannot allow mosquitoes to thrive. This is a
perfect example of the fact that “those who do not learn from the mistakes of history are doomed
to repeat them” (George Santayana).
We are told by those who work with environmental issues like that we can expect
diseases like West Nile virus to return each year as mosquitoes multiply. Other mosquito-carried
diseases like Japanese encephalitis, Ross River fever, and Rift Valley fever may also come to our
country, so we must accept the challenge of controlling mosquitoes. Failure to deal with the
problem can produce consequences that will impact all of us.
Dealing with the idea that mosquitoes must be controlled is the hard part. Facing the fact
that we must divert a portion of our time, our efforts, and our wealth to this activity is difficult
for us as a society. The real question is whether we will do it now or wait until diseases have
taken a toll in human life. The lessons of history tell us that we will wait until fear itself dives us
to take the necessary action, but it should be possible for us to save ourselves the grief of losing a
friend or family member by taking the problem seriously now.
The solution is fairly simple, but accomplishing it will be a huge task. Ridding our
environment of the sites where mosquitoes breed will be difficult, if not impossible, but we can

improve our chances of avoiding the problem by getting rid of as many breeding sites as
possible. A brief checklist of things that can be done includes the following:
• Allow no water to remain stagnant in containers, trash, old tires, flower pots, pet
waterers, boats, bird baths, etc.
• Check and correct unseen mosquito breeding sites like septic tanks, gutters, and hollow
trees. Be sure to check around abandoned buildings and other structures.
• Fill or drain any area on your property that holds water temporarily after rains.
• Stock ponds with fish, and keep banks clear of vegetation.
• In general, improve “housekeeping” around your property.
• Use approved insecticides sparingly and according to label directions in areas that cannot
be corrected otherwise.
There are other methods for limiting mosquito populations that have been used in
this area for many years. These include installation of martin houses. These migratory birds
spend the summer here raising their young. They consume tremendous quantities of insects,
including mosquitoes. Although some people don’t like them, bats also help control mosquitoes,
and can be attracted by providing bat houses. Fish, frogs, and other aquatic animals consume
mosquitoes at all stages of their life cycle; these animals should be allowed to do their job
without interference.
As we go forward with the job of managing mosquito populations we will learn more, but
these basic ideas are a beginning. If this is like most undertakings, we should see some
improvement with the first efforts, but we will likely never be free of these pests. Like it or not,
we have to do these things or suffer the consequences. I certainly do not know everything there
is to know about this, but if we or our entomologists at MSU can be of help to you in your
efforts, please call us.

